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 Foreword

Tomaž Šalamun writes a poetry of exuberant whimsy and fierce rebellion. There is something deeply irreverent about the work of this Slovenian poet who came of age in the 1960s and now lives in New York City; something freewheeling and stubbornly off-the-cuff—disruptive, enraged, uncanny—in his raids and flights, in his urgent associations. He would refashion a recalcitrant historical world to the heart’s desire. “O God, for the day to come when I / can mold the world with my Slovenianness,” he calls out at the end of one poem: “Able to play strong, dense games.” His poems constitute at once a series of playful and ironic counterstrikes against history and a joyful messianic lyric.

Šalamun’s poems embody his faith in reveries and dreams (“A man must be judged by his dreams,” he declares in his self-portrait “I”), but one also feels in them the pressure, the dark undertow, of human cruelty and suffering. The headlines cry out (“Death glues a newspaper,” he observes wryly); Balkan wars hover in the background (“Human lives are fluff,” he announces bitterly in “War”: “Lines of refugees, houses in flames”). There are downdrafts of grief in these upward-sailing lyrics. Joy and suffering coexist in our world; they are simultaneous. As he puts it in the introductory program poem “Words”:



 


 The sun strikes deep into the wells of the sky:

depends on how you look at it—for someone it is the hour

to be shot at dawn, for me the infinite gift


 


of red, of violet and bluish-graying white

above the bridge across the Loire.


 


Šalamun remembers here—he seems helpless to forget—that someone is entering hell at the very moment he is glimpsing paradise.

Robert Hass has pointed out that Šalamun’s tradition has been the disruptive, visionary side of European experimental art. With Blake, Šalamun would say that “Energy is eternal delight.” He is an heir to Rimbaud (especially the young seer of Illuminations, who asserted that “A Poet makes himself a visionary through a long, boundless, and systematized disorganization of all the senses”) and Lautréamont; to the Russian futurists and the German expressionists, to Khlebnikov and Apollinaire, to the French surrealists who believed in what André Breton termed “mad love.” I also hear something of the improvisatory delight and dailiness of the New York Poets in these lyrics (“I breathe and a poem jumps up,” he says in a line that echoes Frank O’Hara). Šalamun has blended and assimilated his European and American influences into a poetry all his own, without losing his sense of gratitude and wonder:

 


I have a racket, air to breathe, clumsiness to protect my soul and brilliance and Maruska and Ana and friends to sleep with, my body and poetry.


 


Freedom is the first condition of Šalamun’s poetry—the freedom of the anarchic single voice, of the idiosyncratic personal testimony. His poetry derails rational logic and 
lyric elegance in order to delineate a stranger reality. He recurs often to the “infinite gift” of sunlight, to a blinding vision that is portal to other realms. “There is another world, and it is in this one,” Paul Éluard asserted, and Šalamun repeatedly points to the existence—the intangible reality—of that other world. His “strong, dense games” are a way of gaining access to its mysteries. As he testifies in the concluding lines of this book:

 


Along this window, in this window

there are innumerable other civilizations,

innumerable other cosmological systems.

Thus suffering does not matter,

layers do.


 


This is what I show here.


 


I welcome you to Tomaž Šalamun’s delightful and eclectic table. It is spread with impromptu secrets and timed surprises. It is overflowing with associations. Throw open a window, pull up a chair, and enjoy the imaginative feast.

 


—Edward Hirsch


 Words

Let them serve you champagne in bed,

the chilled one, as you awaken, still hot.

Rasputin smelled too much. Foscolo and


 


Leopardi, too—they built the steps for

Nietzsche—swim in the Gai savoir. Will tundra

suffer cyclically? Will the ice roar


 


when the little balls jet into the heart

of the Romanovs, like steam? The knight

combs his hair. He woke up lost in thought.


 


The sun strikes deep into the wells of the sky:

depends on how you look at it—for someone it is the hour

to be shot at dawn, for me the infinite gift


 


of red, of violet and bluish-graying white

above the bridge across the Loire. Yesterday

I had to write something for George Lambert Ristin,


 


he is very curious. The lights in town are not

extinguished yet, the duality flies above the sea gulls.

The sea gulls show their acne. They have long beaks,


 


they’re trained for the mud beneath the marsh,

just as some canaries can dot and stipple. They’re all

flying. Little frogs, snails, shells, Krombergs and


 


adoratus. A Malagasian reinstated the slivers of ships.

Small blacks climb on the shipwrecks, they saved

themselves from drudgery. The bourgeoisie


 


of Nantes ate slavery. They tramped over the ruins

with their wheelbarrows. Blessed little ribbons cut up

by little girls, the scissors returned to the baskets




 


 lined with plush. Hangars are like skyscrapers.

The crunching of Scotch tape is related to the sun.

It creeps in silence. Strikes the window.



 Trieste, Alexandria, Saint-Nazaire

Gold coin in the cry of the sea gull rubbing against

the hair in my ear. Behind the chimneys, prose, behind

the bridge’s girders, dawn. Kaisarion, in pink silk,

carrying hyacinths, was poetical. They all left

from here. Mayakovski, Nabokov, Desnos. Metka

and her mother stared at the Normandie, the cabins,

the common berths still arranged for war.

They embarked. There is no memory. Only

the one who sometimes looked like Toscanini, sometimes

like Chaplin, had memories. That’s why Metka screamed at him

late in his life, like a cold-blooded murderer, why I

stood up and left, silently vowing to go into the night,

even at seventy, if I have to bear for one day

even a small percentage of that cold.



 They All

“They all love me here, servants

included. I’ll wire you Monday morning

after nine. I’ll know by then. I’m afraid.

Your s’s are stressed too much. I’ll take


 


this sweater, your wedding one.

I’ll wait for the next bus.

Look, this is San Martin de Pores,

the small black man I was telling you about.


 


Is my scent nicer than that of your

kitten with white ribbon? I’m not an angel,

I’m a man who wants to experience

that experienced by the one who gave us


 


life. We are seven children.

My father is three years younger than you.

When I leave you’ll get sleep, so your heart

won’t betray you. So you won’t lose your wife.”
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